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Matching Members with Shared Interests 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This description relates to online computer services. 

BACKGROUND 

Chat systems provide a way for online users to engage in real-time conversations. 
Typically, these systems provide for real-time group textual messaging, with the 
conversational groups defined by "chat rooms." Chat systems are normally implemented 
in a distributed computing environment. 

Chat systems enable real-time communications on various topics by two or more 
participants of similar or divergent interests or backgrounds. Typically, chat participants 
review chat room attributes (e.g., title) to identify chat rooms that may have other 
participants who share their interest and, consequently, will provide interesting 
conversations. 

Chat systems may be part of a larger suite of communication services provided by 
an online service provider. For example, America Online® (AOL) provides its members 
with a number of online communication services, such as instant messaging (IM), e-mail, 
and message boards, some of which have particular and peculiar nuances, requirements, 
and features distinct from chat systems. 

SUMMARY 

A system includes a "buddy match" feature for identifying one or more matching 
members for a match recipient. Identifying one or more matching members includes 
maintaining a member profile for the match recipient, where the member profile includes 
at least one personal attribute. The match recipient's member profile is compared to other 
member profiles to identify at least one matching member. A matching member is a user 
whose member profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match 
recipient's member profile. Contact information for the matching member is displayed to 
the match recipient in a user interface for an online communication service and the 
displayed contact information is accompanied by an indication that the displayed contact 
information belongs to a matching member. 

Implementations may include one or more of the following. For example, the 
contact information may include a screen name. The screen name can be displayed, e.g., 
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in a buddy list of an instant messaging client or in a post on a message board. The 
indication may include a colored highlight displayed behind the matching member's 
screen name. 

The contact information may be an e-mail address. The e-mail address for the 
5 matching member may be displayed, e.g., in an e-mail mailbox of the match recipient or 
in an e-mail header displayed to the match recipient. The indication may include a 
colored highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 
The personal attribute may include hobbies. 

Intermediary members can be identified. An intermediary member is a user that 
10 connects the match recipient to the matching member. The contact information for the 
intermediary member can be displayed to the match recipient along with an indication 
that the contact information belongs to an intermediary member. 

Identifying an intermediary member may include identifying a user whose contact 
information is in a contact list of the match recipient; determining whether contact 
15 information of the matching member is in a contact list of the user whose contact 
information is in a contact list of the match recipient; and designating the user as an 
intermediary member when the matching member's contact information is in a contact list 
of the user. 

Implementations of the techniques discussed herein may include hardware, a 
20 method or process, or computer software on a computer-accessible medium. The details 
of one or more implementations are set forth in the accompanying drawings and the 
description below. Other features will be apparent from the description and drawings, 
and from the claims. 

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIG 1 is a block diagram of a distributed computing environment supporting a 
chat room service. 

FIG 2 illustrates a screen-shot of a typical chat room, as it would appear on a 
client system. 

FIGS. 3 A and 3B are a flow chart of a process for implementing a match chat 

feature. 

FIGS. 4-10 are screen-displays corresponding to steps of the process of FIGS. 3A 

and 3B. 
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FIG 1 1 is a screen-display of a promotion screen to encourage users to create 
profiles and to use the match chat feature. 

FIG 12 illustrates a match chat button used to indicate that potential chat 
participants have been identified and to cause a chat to be initiated with the potential chat 
5 participants. 

FIG 1 3 illustrates a companion window for use when a user is participating in a 
chat room. 

FIGS. 14A and 14B are illustrations showing a computer desktop with a user 
interface of an instant messaging client program in which the screen names of matching 
10 members are highlighted. 

FIG. 14C is an illustration showing another implementation for indicating a 
matching member in which matching members are indicated by icons displayed next to 
the matching members' screen names. 

FIG 14D is an illustration show yet another implementation for indicating 
matching members in which the buddy list of an instant messaging program interface is 
modified to include a Matching Members buddy group. 

FIG. 15 is an illustration showing an exemplary screen display of a chat room in 
which a matching member's screen name is indicated by highlighting. 

FIG 1 6 is a flow chart illustrating a process that implements a connected match 
20 feature for a match recipient. 

FIG. 17 is an illustration showing an exemplary relationship between a match 
recipient, an intermediary member, and a matching member. 

FIGS. 1 8 A and 1 8B are illustrations showing a computer desktop with a user 
interface of an instant messaging client program in which the screen name of 
25 intermediary members are highlighted. 

FIG 18C is an illustration showing an alternate manner of displaying an indication 
of an intermediary member that includes modifying the buddy list of an instant messaging 
program interface to show a tree structure of matching members and the intermediary 
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members. 

FIG 19 is a flow chart showing an alternate process for determining matching 
members. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

A chat system may include a "match chat" feature that identifies potential chat 
participants who share attributes and/or interests with a user who wants to participate in a 
chat session. Jn one general aspect, identifying one or more potential chat participants for 
5 a first user of a chat room system includes maintaining a member profile including at 

least one personal attribute for the first user. The first user's member profile is compared 
to other member profiles to identify potential chat participants. Potential chat participants 
are other users of the chat room system whose member profiles have at least one attribute 
matching an attribute of the first user's member profile. The first user is sent an 
10 indication that potential chat participants have been identified. 

A "buddy member match" feature may be directed more to matching computer 
users of like interests, particularly computer users who are members of an online service 
provider. In general, a member (the match recipient) may update or create a member 
profile maintained by a service provider such as AOL. Once the match recipient has a 
is member profile, a search is initiated to identify matching members by comparing the 
member profile of the match recipient to the member profiles of other members. 
Matching members are other members whose member profiles have at least one personal 
attribute matching an attribute of the match recipient's member profile. Then, the match 
recipient is provided with an indication of matching members as the match recipient uses 
o various communication services provided by the service provider and encounters screen 
names, e-mail address, or other contact information of matching members. To do so, 
when the contact information is displayed in the user interface for the communication 
service, the contact information is accompanied by an indication that the contact 
information belongs to a matching member. 
5 Match recipients and matching members may be matched according to a number 

of different attributes. For example, the member profiles may contain attributes, such as, 
for example, hobbies, occupation, gender, marital status, and location. These attributes 
then may be compared to determine whether a match occurs. 

The buddy match feature may further have a "connected match" feature. In the 
connected match feature, intermediary members are also identified. Intermediary 
members are those members who have a personal, business or other relationship with 
both the match recipient and the matching member. To determine whether a member is 
an intermediary member, one or more contact lists of the match recipient, intermediary 
member, and/or the matching member may be examined. For example, a contact list of 
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the match recipient may be examined to determine a potential intermediary member. A 
contact list of the matching member then maybe examined to determine if the potential 
intermediary member is on the matching member's contact list. If so, the potential 
intermediary member is designated as an intermediary member. 

Once intermediary members are identified, the match recipient is provided with an 
indication of intermediary members as the match recipient uses various communication 
services provided by the service provider and encounters screen names, e-mail address, or 
other contact information of intermediary members. When intermediary matches are 
indicated, the match recipient also may be provided with an indication of the matching 
member the match recipient is linked to by the intermediary member. Identifying 
intermediary members may be particularly useful when no relationship exists between a 
match recipient and matching member because the intermediary may be able to facilitate 
an initial contact between the match recipient and matching member. 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a distributed computing environment that supports 
communication services, such as chat services, IM services, e-mail services, and message 
board services. In this implementation, users are distributed geographically and 
communicate with a server system 100 using client systems 102. In practice, server 
system 100 may include interconnected server computers that are physically dispersed, 
rather than a single physical entity. Each server computer may be dedicated to a 
particular function and/or a particular geographical region. Each client system 102 runs 
client communication software that communicates with corresponding server software on 
server 100. Client systems 102 communicate with server 100 through communication 
mediums that may include, for example, a modem connected to a telephone line (using, 
for example, SLIP or PPP) or a direct internetwork connection (using, for example, 
TCP/IP). Server system 1 00 coordinates communications by receiving the textual, or 
other, input sent from client systems 102 and replicating that input to other appropriate 
client systems 102. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a screen display 200 of a typical chat room, as it would appear 
on a client system 102. Generally, to be a part of a conversational group, a user joins a 
chat room. Server system 1 00 then replicates the messages sent to the chat room by the 
user to other users who have joined the chat room. The exemplary chat room of FIG. 2 
has sixteen participants whose screen names are listed in window 206. Their 
conversation 204 is displayed in scrolling window 208, which normally appears the same 
for all participants. A participant converses with other participants by typing a line of text 
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in edit box 202 and activating a send command, for example, by pressing the ENTER key 
of the keyboard of the participant's client system 102. In response, the entered text is 
displayed at the bottom of window 208. All participants in the chat room can now see the 
entered text. 

5 A match chat feature enables identification of potential chat participants who 

share attributes and/or interests with a first user. FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate a flow chart 
of a procedure 300 for implementing the match chat feature. FIGS. 3A and 3B will be 
discussed in conjunction with FIGS. 4-10, which illustrate exemplary screen-displays for 
various steps of the procedure 300. 
10 Generally, in one implementation, a chat server has a membership profile database 

and a chat front-end to implement the various techniques and procedures for providing 
the match chat feature. The membership profile database performs the search functions 
and notifies the chat front-end when potential chat participants have been identified and 
what attributes and/or interests have matched. The front-end uses this information to 
15 generate the displays presented to the user. The front-end also receives input from the 
user through displays and sends messages and information to the membership profile 
database as needed. For instance, when a user enters a profile using a display provided by 
the front-end, the front end forwards the profile to the membership profile database for 
storage. Also, for example, when a user initiates a search, the front-end receives the 
20 request and sends a message to the membership profile database to initiate the search. 
Displays, such as those shown in FIGS. 4 and 5A-5C, give users details 
concerning the match chat feature of the chat system, and the ability to modify or create 
their member profiles for the feature. As shown in FIG. 4, a display 400 has graphics and 
text 402 that explain to a user how the match chat feature works. The display 400 also 
25 provides a "try it" button 404 that opens a member profile display. The member profile 
display allows a member to create or modify his or her profile. In alternate 
implementations, display 400 may have a match now button and a separate link to the 
member profile display, rather than a try-it button. The user can use the link to open the 
member profile display to create or edit the user's profile. When a user actuates the 
30 match now button, a determination is made as to whether the user has a member profile 
that has an entry for the particular attribute to be matched (e.g., hobbies). If not, the 
member profile display is presented, and the user is prompted to create the profile or 
update the attribute to be matched. If the user has a profile that contains an entry for the 
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attribute to be searched, a search is initiated. Display 400 also has a "step-by-step" button 
406 that takes a user to a step-by-step display, such as the one illustrated in FIGS. 5A-5C. 

Generally, step-by-step display 500 provides more detailed information about the 
match chat feature. It has three numbered buttons 502, 504, and 506 that can be clicked, 
one at a time. Each click results in the display of a short piece of text and an illustration 
508 of the feature that elaborates on the text. When clicked, buttons 502, 504, and 505 
arehighlighted and illustration 508 changes. 

FIGS. 5A-5C show one implementation of step-by-step display 500 for the case 
when hobbies are matched. As shown in FIG. 5 A, button 502 (number 1) has the text 
"Tell us your hobbies" displayed on it. When button 502 is clicked, illustration 508 
informs a user how to update hobbies in the user's member profile so that the hobbies can 
be matched with those of other users. Illustration 508 also provides a link 510 that takes a 
user to the member profile display. 

Button 504 (number 2) has the text "We'll look for matches" displayed on it. 
When button 504 is clicked, illustration 508 changes to that shown in FIG. 5B. In FIG. 
5B, illustration 508 informs a user that the user's hobbies will be used to search for other 
members with matching hobbies to determine potential chat participants. Illustration 508 
also informs the user that a display will be shown when potential chat room participants 
are identified. 

Referring to FIG. 5C, button 506 (number 3) has the text "Start Chatting!" 
displayed on it. When button 506 is clicked, illustration 508 changes to that shown in 
FIG. 5C. in FIG. 5C, illustration 508 informs the user that the user can start chatting with 
the potential chat participants found, can decline to chat, or can search for other matches. 
Illustration 508 also has a match now button 510, which functions as described above. 

FIG. 6 illustrates an exemplary member profile display. Referring again to FIGS. 
3A and 3B, member profile display 600 is used by a user of the chat system to create or 
update the user's member profile, which contains at least one personal attribute, such as, 
for example, hobbies, occupation, gender, and marital status (step 305). As shown, 
display 600 has areas for a user to enter or indicate his or her name 602, city, state, and 
country 604, gender 606, marital status 608, hobbies 610, occupation 614 or a personal 
quote 616. In one implementation, when a user creates or updates his or her profile, the 
user is automatically opted-in to the match chat feature, unless the user indicates a desire 
to opt-out. The user may do so by, for example, marking the check-box labeled "Do not 
invite me to Buddy Chats with members who share my interests" 618. In a distributed 
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computing implementation, the profile is typically stored at server 100. However, this 
profile could be stored at client system 102 and transmitted to server 100 when needed. 

After a user has created or updated the profile, the user can initiate a request to 
identify potential chat participants (step 310). This request may be initiated manually by 
5 the user, for example, by pressing a "match chat" button that can appear in any display 
generated by the system. The match chat button operates in the same way as the match 
now button described above with regard to details display 400. FIG. 7 illustrates an 
exemplary screen 700 that contains a match chat button 702. 

Alternatively, the request may be initiated automatically when the user signs on to 

10 the chat system. In one implementation, when a user signs on and has opted for the 

match chat feature, a determination is made as to whether the user has an entry in his or 
her member profile for the particular attribute to be matched (e.g., hobbies). If not, the 
member profile display is presented, and the user is prompted to update the attribute to be 
matched. If the profile contains an entry for the attribute to be searched, a search is 

15 initiated. 

Once the request is initiated, the chat system begins to search for potential chat 
participants by comparing the member profile of the requesting user to the member 
profiles of other users (step 315). Potential chat participants are identified as those other 
users whose member profiles have at least one personal attribute matching an attribute of 

20 the requesting user's member profile. For example, if the requesting user has indicated 
golf as a hobby, potential chat participants are those that also have indicated golf as a 
hobby. To perform the search, all users who have been opted into the match chat feature 
are grouped together. The attributes of the requesting user are then compared to the 
attributes of each of the users grouped together. A match occurs when the attribute of one 

25 of the users in the group matches an attribute of the requesting user. In some 

implementations, the system can be limited so that only one attribute (e.g., hobbies) is 
compared for each member. In other implementations, more than one attribute can be 
compared. Other implementations may also support an attribute that includes more than 
one item. For example, a user's hobbies may include golf and skiing. To ensure that the 

30 potential participants identified are currently on-line, the search may be limited to users 
who have signed on or clicked the match chat button within a predetermined, immediately 
previous period of time (e.g., in the last 2 minutes). 

The search continues for a predefined length of time, or until a predefined number 
of matches has been found, whichever occurs first. These items can be the same or 
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different for the manual or automatic searches. For example, in one implementation, 
when the request is automatically initiated, the search continues for a maximum of the 
average session length (e.g., 60 minutes) or 12 matches, while, when the search is 
manually initiated, the search continues for a maximum of two minutes or 12 matches. 
5 These parameters may be configurable by the user or by a system administrator. 

If the user manually initiated the search, a "please wait" display is displayed to the 
user during the search. An exemplary please-wait display 800 is illustrated in FIG. 8. As 
shown, display 800 indicates that a search is being performed, and gives the user the 
ability to stop the search using a "stop-search" button 802. Display 800 also provides an 

10 explanation 804 of why it is being shown, along with a link 806 to the details screen (as 
illustrated in FIG. 4) that describes the match chat feature. In other implementations, the 
please-wait display 800 can always be shown when a search is conducted, whether the 
search is initiated manually or automatically. 

If potential chat participants are identified (step 320), this is indicated and a 

15 "matches- found" display is displayed (step 325). An exemplary matches- found display 
900 is illustrated in FIG. 9. Display 900 indicates the number of potential chat 
participants and what attribute they match. In the exemplary display 900, 12 other users 
matched the user's interest in golf (golf was entered as a hobby). Display 900 also 
includes a "chat now" button 904 through which the user can cause a chat to be initiated 

20 with the potential chat participants. When the user presses button 904 to indicate that the 
user wants a chat (step 330), a chat room (such as the one illustrated in FIG. 2) is 
initiated, and the user and the potential chat participants are joined to the chat room (step 
335). Whether the matches-found display 900 is displayed can also be made to depend on 
the number of potential chat participants found. For instance, it may be displayed only if 

25 three or more potential chat participants are identified. In this case, if fewer than three 
potential participants are identified, the process may continue as if potential chat 
participants have not been found (see below). 

If the user does not wish to engage in a chat (step 330), display 900 allows the 
user other options. The user can select (step 340), using the "new match" button 908, to 

30 have a new search conducted (step 345). When a new match is initiated, the same 

attributes can be searched to try to match people who have just signed on or manually 
initiated a search, or different attributes can be searched to try to get different results 
based on a different attribute. Also, a different item of the requesting user's attribute can 
be searched to get different results. For example, skiing may be searched instead of golf. 
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The user can also use (step 350) the "don't chat" button 906 to close display 900 and 
dismiss the search (step 355). Lastly, the user can use (step 360) the "update" button 910 
to update the user's profile (step 316). 

If potential chat participants cannot be identified (step 320), this is indicated and a 
5 "matches not found" display is displayed (step 370). An exemplary matches-not-found 
display 1000 is illustrated in FIG. 10. Display 1000 indicates that no potential chat 
participants were found for the attribute(s) searched. As with display 900, display 1000 
allows the user to have a new search conducted (step 345) using the new match button 
1008; close the screen 1000 (step 355) using the close form button 1006; or update his or 
10 her profile (step 316) using the update button 1010. Other implementations may allow 
the user to search chat room conversations performed for the attribute if no potential chat 
participants are identified. For example, a user can match all chat conversations for 
"golf if no users have a hobby matching golf. One manner of allowing the user to 
perform this search of the chat rooms would be to provide a "chat search" button on the 
15 matches-not- found display 1000. 

Other implementations may encourage users to create profiles and use the match 
chat feature. Accordingly, a "promotion" display can be presented to those users, or at 
least to a percentage of those users who are not using the match chat feature, or who do 
not have profiles. An exemplary promotion display is illustrated in FIG. 1 1. Promotion 
20 display 1 1 00 has text 1 1 02 that describes the advantages of having a member profile. 

One of the advantages listed is the match chat feature 1 104, which contains a link 1 106 to 
the match chat details display illustrated in FIG. 4. Display 1 100 also has a try-it button 
1 108 that opens the member profile window. Alternatively, when a user actuates the try- 
it now button 1 108, a determination may be made as to whether the user has a member 
25 profile that has an entry for the particular attribute to be matched. If not, the member 
profile display is presented, and the user is prompted to create the profile or update the 
attribute to be matched. If the user has a profile that contains an entry for the attribute to 
be matched, a search is initiated. 

In some implementations, the promotion display can allow the user to input 
30 attributes and/or interests for a one-time search. That is, instead of having to complete a 
member profile, the user can input attributes and/or interests into the promotional display 
and have a search conducted without generating a member profile. 

Also, the match chat button 702 can be used with, or replace, the matches-found 
display 900. In this case, the match chat button 702 indicates that matches have been 

10 
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found. Such a use of the match chat button 702 is illustrated in FIG. 12. As shown, the 
match chat button 702 has been modified to display the number of potential participants 
identified and the matching attribute. The match chat button 702 can then be used in the 
same way as the chat-now button 904 to initiate a chat with the potential participants. 
5 Match chat button 702 can also be used to promote the match chat feature if the user has 
opted-out of chat matching or if the user does not have a profile. In this case, it will open 
the member profile display when pressed. 

Another variation includes a smaller display that can be provided when a chat 
room is initiated. FIG. 13 illustrates an example of such a display 1300. Display 1300 

10 provides information on the present chat room, and has a number of buttons that assist the 
user in performing a number of tasks. Display 1300 assists the user in performing any of 
the following: a) initiating a request to identify other potential chat participants; b) 
updating the user's member profile; or c) removing the user's member profile from 
comparisons initiated by other users. Button 1302 is a new-match button that performs 

15 the same function as button 908 (i.e. causes a request to identify other potential chat 

participants to be initiated). Button 1304 closes the chat and removes the user's member 
profile from comparisons initiated by other users (i.e. automatically opts the user out of 
the match chat feature). Button 1306 helps the user update his or her profile by opening 
the member profile display 600. 

20 Parental controls may be implemented to give parents control over with whom 

their children are potentially chatting. 

Other implementations may provide a buddy match feature that is more directed to 
generally making users aware of others who share their interests, and allowing those with 
shared interests to communicate in a number of ways. As described above, some service 

25 providers provide their members with a number of online communication services, such 
as chat, instant messaging (DM), e-mail, message boards, and member directories. Thus, 
the chat service may be part of a larger suite of communication services that are offered 
by the service provider, and a member may encounter and communicate with other 
members through these other services in addition to the chat service. For instance, the 

30 member may encounter one set of members through the use of e-mail, while encountering 
a different set through the use of message boards. In such an environment, a buddy match 
feature may indicate those members who share one or more of a particular member's 
profile attributes as the particular member uses the various services and encounters 
contact information for those members with shared interests. 
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In one implementation that enables a buddy match feature in such an environment, 
the membership profile database is additionally connected to a different or larger set of 
front-end servers that provide other services. The matching services are performed by the 
membership profile database, which then notifies the various front-ends of any matches 
5 and what attributes and/or interests have matched. The front-ends then use this 

information to provide indications of the matches to a member as the member uses the 
other services and encounters screen names, e-mail address, or other contact information 
of members with whom the member shares an interest. 

Other implementations may be used. For example, a copy of the membership 
10 database may be included as a part of each system that handles the various services such 
as e-mail, instant messaging, and message boards, instead of using a single membership 
database connected to each front-end server. Additionally, or alternatively, a single front- 
end server may provide the various services. 

The process for making users aware of others who share their interests is generally 
15 the same as the process described in FIG. 3A. In general, a member (the match recipient) 
may update or create a member profile. Once the match recipient has a member profile, a 
search is initiated to identify matching members by comparing the member profile of the 
match recipient to the member profiles of other members. Matching members are other 
members whose member profiles have at least one personal attribute matching an 
20 attribute of the match recipient's member profile. Then, as the match recipient uses the 
various services, the match recipient is provided with an indication that matching 
members have been identified. 

Match indications, in this case, may be more or less subtle than display 900 and 
may directly indicate matching members. For example, the indication may be a visual 
25 cue that is displayed when contact information (e.g., a screen name for instant messaging 
or an e-mail address) of the matching member is displayed to the match recipient. One 
manner of providing a visual cue includes highlighting or holding a matching member's 
screen name or e-mail address when the screen name or e-mail address is displayed to the 
match recipient. Other manners of indicating a matching member include displaying 
30 icons next to the contact information or animating the contact information. 

As an example of an indication for a matching member, FIG. 14A shows a 
computer desktop 1400 with a user interface 1410 of an instant messaging client program 
in which the screen name of matching members are highlighted. Instant messaging client 
programs typically allow members to communicate in real-time, usually in text form. 

12 
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User interface 1410 has a box 1412 that displays the screen names 1414a-1414e of 
the member's buddies. Buddies are other users of the instant messaging program selected 
by the member to whom interface 1410 is displayed, randomcontact in this case (as 
indicated by the title bar of interface 1410). The list of buddies displayed in box 1412 of 
user interface 1410 typically is referred to as the buddy list. In the buddy list, buddies are 
grouped together into buddy groups 1416a-1416c. For example, buddies 1414c-1414e 
are displayed under buddy group 1416c. When a buddy's IM client program is available 
to receive communications (i.e., a state commonly referred to as "present"), the screen 
name of the buddy in the buddy list is displayed or visually distinguished from other 
buddies not presently available to receive communications or otherwise not having an 
equivalent state. For example, in the interface shown by FIG. 14A, the buddy whose 
screen name is "randomcontact2" 1414a is part of the Buddies buddy group 1416a and, 
consequently, the screen name 1414a is listed under the Buddies buddy group 1416a. The 
randomcontact2 screen name 1414a, the Boss screen name 1414b, and the screen names 
Mom, Dad, and Brother 1414c-1414e all are displayed under their corresponding buddy 
groups to illustrate their presence and availability to receive communications, which 
distinguishes these screen names from screen names not shown, but listed under the 
Offline buddy group. Similarly, the groups having present screen names (e.g., 1416a- 
1416c) are visually distinguished from the group(s) not having screen names present, for 
example, the Offline group. Using the buddy list, a user can select a buddy and initiate 
real-time communications with the selected buddy. 

To indicate that a buddy also is a matching member, the screen name of the buddy 
is highlighted or otherwise visually distinguished from screen names of non-matching 
members within interface 1410. As shown in the exemplary interface 1410, the buddy 
whose screen name is randomcontact is a matching member and the screen name is 
highlighted accordingly. 

Referring to FIG. 14B, in one implementation, the match recipient may obtain 
more information about the matching member by performing an action (e.g. using a 
cursor to select the screen name) that causes a dialog box 1420 to be displayed. Dialog 
box 1420 provides information about the matching attribute so that the match recipient 
will know what interest(s) he or she has in common with the matching member. Dialog 
box 1420 also allows the match recipient to initiate communications with the matching 
member. 
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To provide information about the matching attributes, dialog box 1420 includes a 
list box that displays the shared interests 1422a (i.e., the interests that are shared between 
the match recipient and matching member). In the exemplary dialog box 1420 shown, the 
list box indicates that randomcontact and randomcontact2 share an interest in basketball. 
5 List box 1422 also displays the other interests 1422b of the matching member. 

To initiate communications with the matching member, dialog box 1420 includes 
a communication area 1424 that has buttons 1424a and 1424b. Selecting button 1424a 
initiates an e-mail communication with the matching member, while selecting button 
1424b initiates an instant message with the matching member. 
10 The member profile of the matching member may be shown by selecting button 

1426. The displayed member profile may show some or all of the information described 
with respect to FIG. 6. 

Referring to FIG. 14C, in another implementation, matching members are 
indicated by icons displayed next to the matching members' screen names. As shown, an 
15 icon 141 8a is displayed next to the screen name 1414a, indicating that randomcontact2 is 
a matching member. Likewise, an icon 1418b is displayed next to screen name Dad 
1414d, indicating that Dad also is a matching member. Icons 1418a and 1418b are 
different icons and each indicates the particular matching interest or attribute. For 
instance, icon 1418a indicates that randomcontact and randomcontact2 share an interest in 
20 soccer, while icon 141 8b indicates that randomcontact and Dad share an interest in 
BMW® cars. 

More than one icon may be displayed next to the screen name to indicate multiple 
matching attributes and what those attributes are. In addition, icons can indicate general 
matching attributes, or be more specific, depending on the matching attribute. For 

25 example, if members have matching attributes related to sports, an icon that indicates a 
general interest in sports may be used, or icons may be used to indicate the specific type 
of sport, or even a specific sports team. As a more specific example, if randomcontact 
and randomcontact2 are both interested in football, but each likes separate teams, then an 
icon indicating a general interest in football may be used. If, on the other hand, 

30 randomcontact and randomcontact2 both were fans of the same football team, then an 
icon indicating the football team may be used to indicate they share an interest in the 
same team. 

Icons also can be placed next to intermediate members to indicate the interests of 
the corresponding matching member. 

14 
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FIG. 14D shows yet another manner of indicating a matching member. In this 
implementation, the buddy list of an instant messaging program interface 1410 is 
modified to include a Matching Members buddy group 1416d. When a matching member 
is located, the matching member's screen name is displayed under the Matching Member 
5 buddy group 1416d. In the example shown, Internet Ann is a matching member and, 
consequently, the screen name InternetAnn 141 4f is listed under the Matching Members 
group 1416d. More than one buddy group can be displayed to indicate or visually 
distinguish members who match different interests or subgroups may be provided for the 
same person. For example, "Matching Members - Soccer" may be added as a group or 
10 subgroup when a matching member is determined based on the attribute soccer. 

As another example of a service or application in which an indication of a 
matching member is provided, FIG. 15 is an illustration showing an exemplary screen 
display 1500 of a chat room in which a matching member's screen name is indicated by 
highlighting. Screen display 1500 is similar to screen display 200 and includes an edit 
15 box 1 502 to enter text, a scrolling window 1 508 to display the conversation 1 504, and a 
window 1506 in which participating members' screen names are listed. To indicate that a 
participating member also is a matching member, the screen name of the participating 
member has a highlight behind the screen name listed in window 1506. 

As shown in the exemplary screen display 1500, the member whose screen name 
20 is DVoe7 1 6 is a matching member and the screen name is highlighted accordingly. As 
with the display described in FIG. 14A and 14B, a dialog box (not shown) may be 
displayed to provide more information about the matching member. The dialog box may 
be displayed in response to the match recipient performing an action on the indication, 
such as using a cursor to select the screen name in window 1506. 
25 While specific examples of match indications have been illustrated with respect to 

instant messaging and chat, in general, a matching member may be indicated in any 
service in which contact information for the matching member is displayed to the match 
recipient. When the contact information of a matching member is displayed in a user 
interface for the communication service, the contact information is accompanied by an 
30 indication that the contact information belongs to a matching member. Examples of 
services other than IM and chat rooms in which match indications may be provided 
include e-mail and message boards. For e-mail, a display of e-mails in a match 
recipient's mailbox may indicate e-mail addresses that belong to matching members. A 
display of e-mail headers also may indicate e-mail addresses that belong to matching 
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members, indications of matches also may be displayed in a match recipient's address 
book. For message boards, posts may have indications for screen names belonging to 
matching members that are included in the posts. Indications of matching members may 
be pervasive throughout all or most of the provided services in which a match recipient 
5 ' may encounter contact information for the matching member. 

The buddy match feature may include a "connected match" feature. A connected 
match occurs when a match recipient and a matching member are connected by a third 
member (the intermediary member). An intermediary member connects a match recipient 
and a matching member when a personal, business, or other relationship exists between 

10 the intermediary member and the match recipient and between the intermediary member 
and the matching member. When a connected match occurs, the intermediary member is 
indicated to the match recipient. This allows the match recipient to contact the matching 
member through the intermediary member. Thus, the intermediary member may act as an 
intermediary that facilitates contact between the match recipient and matching member, 

15 particularly when the match recipient and matching member do not have any relationship 
with one another. 

FIG. 16 is a flow chart illustrating a process 1600 that implements the connected 
match feature for a match recipient. A search for matching members is performed (1605) 
by comparing the member profile of the match recipient to the member profiles of other 
20 members (1 605). Matching members are identified if their member profiles have at least 
one personal attribute matching an attribute of the requesting user's member profile. For 
example, if the requesting user has indicated golf as a hobby, matching members are 
those that also have indicated golf as a hobby. Search 1605 may be performed similarly 
to search 315. 

25 As with search 315, search 1605 may continue for a predefined length of time, or 

until a predefined number of matches has been found, whichever occurs first. The 
predefined number of matches may be defined as all matches such that all matching 
members are identified. 

If no matches are found (1610), process 1600 ends (1615). However, if a 

30 matching member is identified (1610), then potential intermediary members are 
determined (1620). Alternatively, potential intermediary members may have been 
identified previously, for example, before the search was conducted or at the same time as 
the search. 

16 
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Potential intermediary members are other members who have a personal, business 
or other relationship with the match recipient. Whether a member has a relationship with 
the match recipient may be determined by examining a contact list (e.g., a buddy list or 
address book) of the match recipient or potential intermediary member. A relationship 
> may be deemed to exist when contact information (e.g., a screen name or e-mail address) 
of the potential intermediary member is listed in a contact list of the match recipient or 



10 



15 



20 



vice versa. 



25 



30 



In one implementation, potential intermediary members are limited to those 
members who are listed in a contact list of the match recipient. This may help to insure 
that any intermediary members will be indicated to the match recipient because a match 
recipient is likely to view the contact list that includes the intermediary member's contact 
information. 

Next, a determination (1 625) is made as to whether any of the potential 
intermediaries are actual intermediary members, i.e. whether a potential intermediary 
connects the match recipient to the matching member. A potential intermediary connects 
the match recipient to the matching member when the potential intermediary member also 
has a personal, business or other relationship with the matching member. Whether the 
potential intermediary member has a relationship with the matching member may be 
determined by examining a contact list (e.g., a buddy list or address book) of the potential 
intermediary member or the matching member. A relationsh.p may be deemed to exist 
when contact information (e.g., a screen name or e-mail address) of the matching member 
is lasted m a contact list of the potential intermediary member or vice versa. 

If none of the potential intermediary members connect the match recipient and 
matching member (1 625), then an indication is provided only for the matching member 
(1630), as described above. If any of the potential intermediary members do connect the 
match recipient and matching member (1625), then an indication is provided for both the 
matchmg member and any intermediary members (1635). Alternatively, the indication 
may be limited to just the intermediary member. The indication for an intermediary 
member may be similar to that for a matching member. For example, the screen name e- 
ma,l, or other contact information of the intermediary member may be highlighted when 
displayed. The highlighting may be a different color from the highlighting for a matching 
member ,n order to distinguish the two. As with the indication of matching members 
md.cat.ons of intermediary members may be pervasive throughout all or most of the 
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provided services in which a match recipient may encounter contact information for an 
intermediary member. 

Depending on the techniques used to indicate a matching member and an 
intermediary member, it may not be possible to indicate when a member is both a 
5 matching member and an intermediary member. If this is the case, then the indication 
may be limited to only indicating the matching member status. When the indication is so 
limited, those members who have a relationship with the match recipient, but who are 
also matching members of the match recipient, may be excluded as potential intermediary 
members. In other words, because only a member's status as a matching member is 
10 going to be displayed, regardless of whether the member is an intermediary member or 
not, the member does not need to be checked to determine whether the member is an 
intermediary member. 

Also, in process 1600, intermediary members are determined sequentially after 
matching members. However, other implementations may have intermediary members 
15 being identified in parallel with matching members. 

FIG. 17 is an illustration showing an exemplary relationship between a match 
recipient, an intermediary member, and a matching member, while FIGS. 1 8A and 18B 
show an example of a corresponding indication of the intermediary member to the match 
recipient. Referring to FIG. 17, a match recipient 1 710 has a screen name 
20 "randomcontact" and shares golf as a hobby with a matching member 1 730, whose screen 
name is InternetAnn. An intermediary member 1720, whose screen name is 
randomcontact2, is on randomcontact's buddy list. InternetAnn is on randomcontact2's 
buddy list. 

FIG. 18A is an illustration showing a computer desktop 1800 with a user interface 
25 1 810 of an instant messaging client program in which the screen name of intermediary 
members are highlighted. The instant messaging client program is being used by 
randomcontact. A search was performed to determine matching members for 
randomcontact. The search resulted in InternetAnn being identified as a matching 
member because she shares golf as a hobby with randomcontact. 
30 After InternetAnn was identified as a matching member, randomcontact2 was 

identified as a potential intermediary member because randomcontact2 is on 
randomcontact's buddy list. Randomcontact2's buddy list was then checked to determine 
if InternetAnn was on the buddy list. Because InternetAnn was on randomcontact's 
buddy list, randomcontact2 is designated as an intermediary member. 

18 
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To indicate that randomcontact2 is an intermediary member, the screen name 
1814a (i.e., randomcontact2) has an highlight. Referring to FIG. 18B, randomcontact 
may obtain more information about why randomcontact2 has been identified as an 
intermediary member by performing an action (e.g. using a cursor to select the screen 
5 name) that causes a dialog box 1 820 to be displayed. Dialog box 1 820 is similar to dialog 
box 1420. Dialog box 1820 displays randomcontact2's interests 1822b, allows 
randomcontact to initiate communications with randomcontact using buttons 1824a and 
1 824b, and provides a button 1 826 to display the member profile of randomcontact2. 
Under the shared interests 1822a, however, dialog box 1820 indicates that 
10 randomcontact2 connects randomcontact to Internet Ann because Internet Ann shares an 
interest with randomcontact. The screen name InternetAnn in the shared interests 1822a 
is link to a dialog box (not shown), which is similar to dialog box 1820 except that the 
dialog box shows the shared interests between InternetAnn and randomcontact, shows 
InternetAnn's other interests, and allows randomcontact to initiate communications with 
15 InternetAnn, rather than randomcontact2. Selecting InternetAnn's screen name in dialog 
box 1 820 invokes the linked dialog box. 

Referring to FIG. 1 8C, an alternate manner of displaying an indication of an 
intermediary member includes modifying the buddy list to show a tree structure of 
matching members and the intermediary members. As with the example illustrated in 
20 FIGS. 1 8a and 1 8B, the instant messaging client program in FIG. 1 8C is being used by 
randomcontact. A search was performed to determine matching members for 
randomcontact. The search resulted in InternetAnn being identified as a matching 
member and randomcontact2 as an intermediary member. 

To indicate the matching member and intermediary member relationships, the 
25 screen names randomcontact2 1 81 4a and InternetAnn 1 8 14e are displayed in a tree 

structure under the Buddy group 1816a. The tree structure is created by displaying the 
randomcontact2 screen name 1814a indented under the Buddy group 1 816a and the 
InternetAnn screen name 1814e indented under the randomcontact2 screen name 1814a. 
This structure indicates that randomcontact2 is an intermediary member who connects 
30 randomcontact to the matching member, InternetAnn. A user can initiate an instant 

messaging session with either randomcontact2 or InternetAnn, for example, by selecting 
the respective screen name. 

FIG. 19 is a flow chart showing an alternate process 1900 for determining 
matching members. One or more contact lists of a user are accessed to determine direct 
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contacts of the match recipient (referred to as zero degree contacts) (1905). The member 
profiles of the zero degree contacts are compared to the member profile of the match 
recpient to determine if any of the d.rect contacts are matching members (1910) At the 
same time (or before or after) the determination (19,0) is made, one or more contact lists 
• of the zero degree contacts are accessed to determine direct contacts of the zero degree 
contacts (referred to as first degree contacts) (1915). The member profiles of the first 
degree contacts are compared to the member profile of the match recipient to determine if 
any of the first degree contacts are matching members (1 920). An indication then is 
provided for any matching members located (1 925). 

Process 1 900 can be expanded to search up to the Nth degree contacts for 
matching members. That is, the direct contacts of the first degree contacts (the second 
degree contacts) can be determined and searched, along with the third degree contacts, 
etc, up to the N degree contacts. In addition, process 1 900 may keep track of the 
intermediary members and an indication of any intermediary members also may be 
provided. Further, process 1900 may be modified such that only contacts of matching 
members are searched for the next degree contacts. For example, only the contact lists of 
matchmg members in the zero degree contacts are accessed to determine first degree 



contacts. 



or a 



The techniques described above are not limited to any particular hardware or 
20 software configuration. Rather, they may be implemented using hardware, software 
combination of both. The methods and processes described may be implemented as 
computer programs that are executed on programmable computers comprising at least one 
processor and at least one data storage system. The programs may be implemented in a 
high-level programming language and may also be implemented in assembly or other 
25 lower level languages, if desired. 

Any such program will typically be stored on a computer-usable storage medium 
or device (e.g., CD-Rom, RAM, or magnetic disk). When read into the processor of the 
computer and executed, the instructions of the program cause the programmable 
computer to carry out the various operations described above. 
*> Other implementations are within the scope of the following claims. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 

1 . A method of identifying one or more matching members for a match 
recipient, the method comprising: 

maintaining a member profile for the match recipient, the member profile 
5 comprising at least one personal attribute; 

comparing the match recipient's member profile to other member profiles to 
identify at least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user whose 
member profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match recipient's 
member profile; 

10 causing contact information for the matching member to be displayed to the match 

recipient in a user interface for an online communication service; and 

causing the displayed contact information to be accompanied by an indication that 
the displayed contact information belongs to a matching member. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the contact information comprises a screen 

15 name. 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein causing the screen name for the matching 
member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication service 
comprises causing the screen name to be displayed in a buddy list of an instant messaging 
client. 

20 4. The method of claim 3 wherein the indication comprises a colored 

highlight displayed behind the matching member's screen name. 

5. The method of claim 2 wherein causing the screen name for the matching 
member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication service 
comprises causing the screen name to be displayed in a post on a message board. 

25 6. The method of claim 5 wherein the indication comprises a colored 

highlight displayed behind the matching member's screen name. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the contact information comprises an e- 
mail address. 
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8. The method of claim 7 wherein causing the e-mail address for the 
matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online communication service 
comprises causing the e-mail address to be displayed in an e-mail mailbox of the match 
recipient. 

5 9. The method of claim 8 wherein the indication comprises a colored 

highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

10. The method of claim 7 wherein causing the e-mail address for the 
matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online communication service 
comprises causing the e-mail address to be displayed in an e-mail header displayed to the 

10 match recipient. 

1 1 . The method of claim 10 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

12. The method of claim 1 wherein the at least one personal attribute 
comprises hobbies. 

15 13. The method of claim 1 further comprising: 

identifying an intermediary member, wherein an intermediary member is a user 
that connects the match recipient to the matching member; and 

causing contact information for the intermediary member to be displayed to the 
match recipient along with an indication that the contact information belongs to an 
20 intermediary member. 

14. The method of claim 13 wherein identifying an intermediary member 
comprises: 

identifying a user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match 
recipient; and 

25 determining whether contact information of the matching member is in a contact 

list of the user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match recipient 

designating the user as an intermediary member when the matching member's 
contact information is in a contact list of the user. 
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1 5. A method of identifying one or more matching members for a match 
recipient, the method comprising: 

maintaining a member profile for the match recipient, the member profile 
comprising at least one personal attribute; 
5 comparing the match recipient's member profile to other member profiles to 

identify at least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user whose 
member profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match recipient's 
member profile; 

identifying an intermediary member, wherein an intermediary member is a user 
10 that connects the match recipient to the matching member; and 

providing the match recipient with an indication that the intermediary member has 
been identified. 

16. The method of claim 15 wherein identifying an intermediary member 
comprises identifying a user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match 

15 recipient. 

1 7. The method of claim 1 6 wherein identifying an intermediary member 
further comprises: 

determining whether contact information of the matching member is in a contact 
list of the user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match recipient; and 
20 designating the user as an intermediary member when the matching member's 

contact information is in a contact list of the user. 

1 8. The method of claim 1 5 wherein providing the match recipient with an 
indication comprises causing contact information for the intermediary member to be 
displayed to the match recipient along with an indication that the contact information 

25 belongs to an intermediary member. 

19. The method of claim 1 8 wherein the contact information comprises a 
screen name. 

20. The method of claim 19 wherein causing the screen name for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication comprises causing the 
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screen name to be displayed in a buddy list of an instant messaging client program along 
with an indication that the screen name belongs to an intermediary member. 

21. The method of claim 20 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's screen name. 

5 22. The method of claim 1 9 wherein causing the screen name for the 

intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication comprises causing the 
screen name to be displayed in a post on a message board along with an indication that 
the screen name belongs to an intermediary member. 

23. The method of claim 22 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
0 highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's screen name. 

24. The method of claim 18 wherein the contact information comprises an e- 
mail address. 

25. The method of claim 24 wherein causing the e-mail address for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication comprises causing the e- 

5 mail address to be displayed in an e-mail mailbox of the match recipient along with an 
indication that the e-mail address belongs to an intermediary member. 

26. The method of claim 25 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's e-mail address. 

27. The method of claim 24 wherein causing the e-mail address for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication comprises causing the e- 
mail address to be displayed in an e-mail header displayed to the match recipient along 
with an indication that the e-mail address belongs to an intermediary member. 

28. The method of claim 27 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

29. The method of claim 15 wherein the at least one personal attribute 
comprises hobbies. 
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30. A computer-usable medium storing a computer program for identifying 
one or more matching members for a match recipient, the computer program comprising 
instructions for causing a computer to: 

maintain a member profile for the match recipient, the member profile comprising at 
least one personal attribute; 

compare the match recipient's member profile to other member profiles to identify at 
least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user whose member 
profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match recipient's member 
profile; 

cause contact information for the matching member to be displayed to the match 
recipient in a user interface for an online communication service; and 

cause the displayed contact information to be accompanied by an indication that the 
displayed contact information belongs to a matching member. 

31 . The medium of claim 30 wherein the contact information comprises a 
screen name. 

32. The medium of claim 31 wherein, to cause the screen name for the 
matching member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication service, 
the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the 
screen name to be displayed in a buddy list of an instant messaging client. 

33. The medium of claim 32 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's screen name. 

34. The medium of claim 31 wherein, to cause the screen name for the 
matching member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication service, 
the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the 
screen name to be displayed in a post on a message board. 

35. The medium of claim 34 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's screen name. 
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36. The medium of claim 30 wherein the contact information comprises an e~ 
mail address. 

37. The medium of claim 36 wherein, to cause the e-mail address for the 
matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online communication service, 

5 the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the 
e-mail address to be displayed in an e-mail mailbox of the match recipient. 

38. The medium of claim 37 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

39. The medium of claim 36 wherein, to cause the e-mail address for the 

10 matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online communication service, 
the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the 
e-mail address to be displayed in an e-mail header displayed to the match recipient. 

40. The method of claim 39 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

15 41 . The medium of claim 30 wherein the at least one personal attribute 

comprises hobbies. 

42. The medium of claim 30, wherein the computer program further comprises 
instructions for causing a computer to: 

identify an intermediary member, wherein an intermediary member is a user that 
20 connects the match recipient to the matching member; and 

cause contact information for the intermediary member to be displayed to the 
match recipient along with an indication that the contact information belongs to an 
intermediary member. 

43. The medium of claim 42 wherein, to identify an intermediary member, the 
25 computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to: 

identify a user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match 
recipient; and 
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determine whether contact information of the matching member is in a contact list 
of the user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match recipient 

designate the user as an intermediary member when the matching member's 
contact information is in a contact list of the user. 

5 44. A computer-usable medium storing a computer program for identifying 

one or more matching members for a match recipient, the computer program comprising 
instructions for causing a computer to: 

maintain a member profile for the match recipient, the member profile comprising 
at least one personal attribute; 
10 compare the match recipient's member profile to other member profiles to identify 

at least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user whose member 
profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match recipient's member 
profile; 

identify an intermediary member, wherein an intermediary member is a user that 
15 connects the match recipient to the matching member; and 

provide the match recipient with an indication that the intermediary member has 
been identified. 

45. The medium of claim 44 wherein, to identify an intermediary member, the 
computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to identify a user 

20 whose contact information is in a contact list of the match recipient. 

46. The medium of claim 45 wherein, to identify an intermediary member 
further, the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to: 

determine whether contact information of the matching member is in a contact list 
of the user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match recipient; and 
25 designate the user as an intermediary member when the matching member's 

contact information is in a contact list of the user. 

47. The medium of claim 44 wherein, to provide the match recipient with an 
indication, the computer program further comprises instructions for causing a computer to 
cause contact information for the intermediary member to be displayed to the match 
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recipient along with an indication that the contact information belongs to an intermediary 
member. 

48. The medium of claim 47 wherein the contact information comprises a 
screen name. 

5 49. The medium of claim 48 wherein, to cause the screen name for the 

intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication, the computer program 
further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the screen name to be 
displayed in a buddy list of an instant messaging client program along with an indication 
that the screen name belongs to an intermediary member 

!0 50. The medium of claim 49 wherein the indication comprises a colored 

highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's screen name. 

51. The medium of claim 48 wherein, to cause the screen name for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication, the computer program 
further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the screen name to be 

15 displayed in a post on a message board along with an indication that the screen name 
belongs to an intermediary member. 

52. The medium of claim 51 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's screen name. 

53. The medium of claim 47 wherein the contact information comprises an e- 
20 mail address. 

54. The medium of claim 53 wherein, to cause the e-mail address for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication, the computer program 
further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the e-mail address to be 
displayed in an e-mail mailbox of the match recipient along with an indication that the e- 

25 mail address belongs to an intermediary member. 

55. The medium of claim 54 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the intermediary member's e-mail address. 
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56. The medium of claim 53 wherein, to cause the e-mail address for the 
intermediary member to be displayed along with an indication, the computer program 
further comprises instructions for causing a computer to cause the e-mail address to be 
displayed in an e-mail header displayed to the match recipient along with an indication 

5 that the e-mail address belongs to an intermediary member 

57. The medium of claim 56 wherein the indication comprises a colored 
highlight displayed behind the matching member's e-mail address. 

58. The medium of claim 44 wherein the at least one personal attribute 
comprises hobbies. 

10 59 - An apparatus for identifying one or more matching members for a match 

recipient, the apparatus comprising: 

means for maintaining a member profile for the match recipient, the member 
profile comprising at least one personal attribute; 

means for comparing the match recipient's member profile to other member 
15 profiles to identify at least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user 
whose member profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match 
recipient's member profile; 

means for causing contact information for the matching member to be displayed to 
the match recipient in a user interface for an online communication service; and 
20 means for causing the displayed contact information to be accompanied by an 

indication that the displayed contact information belongs to a matching member. 

60. The apparatus of claim 59 wherein the contact information comprises a 
screen name. 

61 . The apparatus of claim 60 wherein the means for causing the screen name 
25 for the matching member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication 

service comprises means for causing the screen name to be displayed in a buddy list of an 
instant messaging client. 
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62. The apparatus of claim 60 wherein the means for causing the screen name 
for the matching member to be displayed in a user interface for an online communication 
service comprises means for causing the screen name to be displayed in a post on a 
message board. 

5 63. The apparatus of claim 59 wherein the contact information comprises an e- 

mail address. 

64. The apparatus of claim 63 wherein the means for causing the e-mail 
address for the matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online 
communication service comprises means for causing the e-mail address to be displayed in 

10 an e-mail mailbox of the match recipient. 

65. The apparatus of claim 63 wherein the means for causing the e-mail 
address for the matching member to be displayed in a user interface of an online 
communication service comprises means for causing the e-mail address to be displayed in 
an e-mail header displayed to the match recipient. 

15 66. An apparatus for identifying one or more matching members for a match 

recipient, the apparatus comprising: 

means for maintaining a member profile for the match recipient, the member 
profile comprising at least one personal attribute; 

means for comparing the match recipient's member profile to other member 
20 profiles to identify at least one matching member, wherein the matching member is a user 
whose member profile has at least one attribute matching an attribute of the match 
recipient's member profile; 

means for identifying an intermediary member, wherein an intermediary member 
is a user that connects the match recipient to the matching member; and 
25 means for providing the match recipient with an indication that the intermediary 

member has been identified. 

67. The apparatus of claim 66 wherein the means for identifying an 
intermediary member comprises means for identifying a user whose contact information 
is in a contact list of the match recipient. 
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68. The apparatus of claim 67 wherein the means for identifying an 
intermediary member further comprises: 

means for determining whether contact information of the matching member is in 
a contact list of the user whose contact information is in a contact list of the match 
5 recipient; and 

means for designating the user as an intermediary member when the matching 
member's contact information is in a contact list of the user. 
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